
  Compensation and Working Conditions  Summer 1999 27

F
atal Injuries and Young W

orkers

Research Summary:
Fatal Injuries and
Young Workers

Safety and Health

Youths’ risk of suffering a fatal work injury is
lower than that for adults.  Nevertheless, work-
ing in hazardous environments such as farms,
retail establishments, and construction sites
claimed the lives of 403 youths from 1992
through 1997.
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During 1992-97, 403 youths, age 17 years and younger, suf-
fered fatal work injuries. BLS research shows that these fa-
talities occurred primarily in agriculture, retail trade, and
construction.1 About half of the fatalities involved various
types of vehicles and equipment; about one-third occurred
in family businesses.

Youths’ risk of fatal work injuries
About 3 million youths under the age of 18 work each year.
On average, about 67 youths die each year from work-re-
lated injuries—roughly 1 percent of all fatalities.  Because
youths work for short periods, for the most part in part-time
jobs, exposure hours were used to evaluate fatality risk.
(These fatality rates were calculated using actual hours
worked and then converted to full-time equivalency—2,000
hours worked per employee each year.)2   As shown in table
1, 16 and 17 year olds—who comprise the majority of em-
ployed youths—have rates below those for all workers, and
15 year olds have about the same rate.3

Event
The work fatality profile for youths, to some extent, mirrors
that of older workers: Vehicle-related incidents and homi-
cides were the leading causes of death for both sets of work-
ers. There were slight differences, however, in the propor-
tion of fatalities for highway incidents, off-road vehicle
incidents, contacts with objects, and falls.  (See table 2.)  The
pattern for these two groups was fairly similar for assaults

TABLE 1. Worker fatalities by age, 1992-97

      All ages .................... 37,875 6,313 5.0

Under 15 ........................ 109 18 (2)
    15 ............................... 46 8 5.1
    16 ............................... 91 15 3.4
    17 ............................... 157 26 3.7

  1 Excludes the military and workers under 15 years of age and is
based on number of hours worked.
  2 Rate was not calculated because employment data and hours
worked are not available.

and violent acts, fires and explosions, and exposures to harm-
ful substances and environments.

Industry
Of the 403 youths fatally injured on the job in 1992-97, ap-
proximately two-fifths were working in agriculture and one-
fifth were working in retail trade.  The construction, ser-
vices, and manufacturing industries also sustained high levels
of youth deaths.  (See table 3.)

Agriculture.  Agriculture is one of the most dangerous in-
dustries for all workers.  The industry’s rate of fatal work
injuries consistently ranks just below that of mining, which
has the highest rate.  Therefore, it is not surprising that the
industry poses great hazards to youths.

Youths working on farms accounted for 40 percent (162)
of the fatalities to workers under 18 during the study period.
Slightly over one-half of these fatalities occurred to youths
on their own families’ farms.  Of the 162 youth fatalities in
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agriculture, all but 10 occurred to males.  About three-fourths
of the 109 fatalities involving youths under 15 occurred in
farming.

Like adults, working youths are exposed to various haz-
ards on the farm—machinery, falls, being struck by objects,
and natural phenomena.  (See tabulation.)

TABLE 2. Fatalities to young workers and all workers by event
and exposure, 1992-97

       Total ....................... 403 100 6,313 100

Transportation incidents 163   40 2,589   41

    Highway incidents .... 70   17 1,304   21
    Nonhighway
      incidents ................. 47   12    396     6
    Worker struck
      by vehicle ................ 25     6    368     6
    Water vehicle ............  9     2    106     2
    Railway ..................... 8     2      80     1

Assaults and violent
  acts ............................. 82   20 1,247   20

    Homicide ................... 72   18 1,003   16
    Suicide ...................... 3     1    213     3
    Animal attack ............ 7     2      29     1

Contact with objects
  and equipment ............ 82   20 1,004   16

    Struck by object ........ 36     9    570     9
    Caught in objects
       or equipment ......... 25     6    295     5
        Running
          equipment ........... 17     4    154     2
    Collapsing materials . 17     4    121     2

Falls .............................. 23     6    657   10

Exposure to harmful
  substances and
  environments .............. 44    11    588     9

    Electric current ......... 25     6    312     5
    Exposure to caustic,
      noxious, allergenic
      substances .............  9     2    122     2
    Oxygen deficiencies . 10     2    102     2

Fires and explosions .....   8     2    194     3

Workers under 18 All workers

Event or exposure
Number Percent

Annual
average
number

Percent

TABLE 3. Fatalities to youths and all workers by industry, 1992-97

      Total ...................... 403 100 6,313 100   5.0

Agriculture,  forestry,
  and fishing ................ 162  40    827  13 23.7
Mining .........................  -   -    167   3 26.2
Construction ...............   53  13 1,015  16 14.3
Manufacturing .............   21    5    750  12 3.7
Transportation  and
  public utilities ............   12    3    935  15  13.2
Wholesale trade ..........   14    3    257    4   5.3
Retail trade .................   87  22    728  12   3.5
Finance, insurance,
  and real estate ..........   -  -    115    2   1.5
Services ......................   32   8    772  12   2.3
Government ................   13   3    682  11   3.5
Other or unspecified ...     9   2     66    1 -
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workers
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       Total ............................................... 162 100
Transportation .......................................   87   54
    Off highway .......................................   40   25
       Overturning and falls .....................   35   22
    Highway ............................................   27   16
       Overturning ...................................   20   12
Workers struck by vehicle ....................   10     6
Struck by object ....................................   15     9
Caught in running equipment ...............   14     9
Grain engulfment ..................................     7     4
Animal assault ......................................     7     4
Falls ......................................................     5     3
Drowning ...............................................     5     3
Struck by lightning ................................     4     2

Number PercentEvent

Over one-half (87) of youth deaths in agriculture were
transportation related.  Tractors were involved in almost one-
third (51) of all youth farm fatalities.  About one-half of the
tractor-related fatalities resulted from the tractor overturn-
ing onto the worker, when being driven in a field or on a
roadway.  Other tractor-related fatalities resulted from the
worker being run over while standing in a field, being struck
by the bucket of a tractor-mounted loader, or being caught in
the tractor’s power take-off mechanism.  (See tabulation.)

      Total ............................................. 51 100

Overturning in a field ......................... 15 29
Overturning on a roadway ................. 13 25
Fall from a tractor and struck by
  attached equipment ......................... 6 12
Runover by tractor ............................. 4 8
Struck by tractor bucket ..................... 3 6
Caught in power take-off ................... 3 6
Other .................................................. 7 14

In 38 of these 51 instances, the fatally injured youth was
operating the tractor.  In 16 incidents, the youth was under
16 years of age; in 7, they were under 16 and operating the
tractor on a public road.

Retail trade and services.  About three-fourths of young
workers between the ages of 15 and 17 are employed in the
retail trade and service sectors.  The most common employ-
ers of youths in the retail sector are eating and drinking es-
tablishments, grocery stores, and department stores. In the
service sector, the most common employers are entertain-
ment or recreation businesses, private households, health care
providers, and educational institutions.

Event Number Percent

 1 Excludes the military and workers under 15 years of age and is
based on number of hours worked.
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